Self-help materials inculcating individuals with positive self-statements are popular in recent years, although the effectiveness of such self-statements on improving individuals' psychological well-being has not yet been confirmed. Using a controlgroup pretest-posttest design, we examined how positive self-statements may or may not benefit individuals' mood. Individual characteristics and modes of delivery were found to moderate mood changes resulting from positive self-statements. Specifically, we found that participants experienced negative mood change after reading positive self-statements, if they have low level of need satisfaction. However, we also found that participants experienced a mood boost after listening to positive self-statements, and this effect was unrelated to self-esteem or need satisfaction. These findings suggest that self-help materials with a focus on positive self-statements should be used with caution.
Introduction
In the field of positive psychology, positive affect is considered to be important for one's well-being. Research showed that positive affect relates to better functioning, such as lower levels of depression and absenteeism from work (Greenglass & Fiksenbaum, 2009) . Finding out ways to boost positive affect is thus a priority in the agenda of improving people's subjective well-being. Apart from scientific research endeavors by psychologists, other affirmative statements, such as 'I am a lovable person', and then measured their levels of positive mood afterwards. Wood et al. (2009) found that participants with low self-esteem indeed felt worse after repeatedly reading out positive self-statements compared to their counterparts who did not read out any statements in the experiment.
The findings of Wood et al.'s (2009) study demonstrated the potential problem of consuming positive self-statements: people with low self-esteem experience negative, rather than positive, mood change after reading out positive self-statements. However, there are two issues in the design of that study that may have weakened this conclusion drawn. Firstly, the procedure applied to the control group was not directly comparable with that to the experimental group, as the control group lacked the procedure of reading out any material.
The difference in individuals' mood between the two conditions may thus be attributed to whether the person had gone through the action of read out something, instead of whether they had been exposed to positive self-statements. Secondly, the dependent measure was only a posttest measure of positive mood but not the change in mood. The lack of a pretest measure makes it difficult to rule out the possibility that the baseline mood state of the participants may have made a difference to the results.
The Role of Self-Discrepancy Wood et al. (2009) suggested that the discrepancy between one's self-concept and the ideals being presented by the statements explains why reading out positive self-statements leads to negative mood change among individuals with low self-esteem. According to Wood et al. (2009) , if the suggested attitude in a positive self-statement is far too different from one's own attitude, the receiver of such statements tends to reject them (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993) .
It is likely that a receiver of positive self-statements would compare the statements with their own self-concepts. If the statements fit their self-concepts, individuals would more readily accept these statements; otherwise, they reject the statement and negative mood change may occur as a result (Eisenstadt & Leippe, 1994 ).
This explanation is consistent with Higgins' (1987) self-discrepancy theory. Higgins (1987) observed that if an individual's self-concept is inconsistent with his/ her ideal-self, ought-self, or self-guide, the individual would feel sad and disappointed. Higgins (1987) also highlighted that self-discrepancy is not necessarily the same as low self-esteem, although the two are usually associated with one another. In some situations, self-esteem may be a direct indicator of the actual-ideal discrepancy in self-evaluation. However, Higgins (1987) argued that self-discrepancy can also occur without involving self-esteem. When self-guides, the self-directive standards for being, are contradictory to one's self-concepts, one might also experience negative affects such as depression or anxiety as a result, regardless of selfesteem.
The use of self-esteem measures to indicate self-discrepancy may be problematic in samples of Asian cultural backgrounds. People from Asian cultures typically report lower level of self-esteem than Westerners (Schmitt & Allik, 2005) . Research suggests that this difference may be due to Asians being less inclined to appraise themselves in an excessively positive manner as a result of stronger cultural norms of modesty, though they do not necessarily feel any less positively about themselves in contrast to their Western counterparts (Cai, Brown, Deng, & Oakes, 2007) . More importantly, these findings suggest that selfesteem measures may not be a desirable indicator of self-discrepancy in examining the effectiveness of positive self-statements among Asian samples.
Extending from Higgin's (1987) idea, another way to capture self-discrepancy is to examine how an individual assesses his or her status quo with reference to their perceived standards. We suggest that self-discrepancy may be reflected in one's evaluation of the extent to which their various needs are being satisfied, that is, the lower the level of needs satisfaction, the higher the level of self-discrepancy. We expect that people who report lower level of need satisfaction are more likely to detect a difference between their actual self and the 'ideal self' promoted by positive self-statements, which then result in negative mood change.
In the present study, we will adopt a self-esteem measure to examine the effect of self-discrepancy as was done in previous studies (e.g., Wood et al., 2009 ). However, in view of the putative cultural bias related to the self-esteem measure, we will also include need satisfaction as an indicator of self-discrepancy. We predict that for those who have low selfesteem, or those who score low in need satisfaction, their levels of positive mood would significantly drop after being exposed to positive self-statements.
The Role of Modes of Delivery
Another factor that can influence the effectiveness of positive self-statements on individuals' mood change is the modes of delivery of the statements. Self-help materials are usually delivered in the form of self-help books or audio materials. It is possible that reading selfhelp books and listening to self-help materials may have different effects on individuals. Olejnik (1978) summarized the differences between reading and listening in terms of levels of information processing. In the reading process, the text must be translated from visual code to verbal code before being processed as information. Unlike reading, in the listening process, the same materials are already presented in the verbal code; it is therefore not necessary that the information is processed in a deep way. More importantly, a reader can easily go back, skim, and selectively concentrate on the materials that have caught his or her attention, whereas a listener cannot recheck the word and can solely rely on his or her memory of the materials. A listener can only process information from an audio recording at a relatively superficial level, but a reader can selectively focus on the information for deeper information processing.
Because of the difference in the levels of processing, any discrepancy between the positive self-statements and the receiver's self-concept may more likely be detected when these statements are presented in text, in contrast to in audio recordings. When positive selfstatements are presented in auditory mode, participants may only engage in superficial information processing of those statements, such as the literal meaning of the statements or the quality of the presenter's voice. However, they may not be able to compare these statements with their own self-concept, making discrepancies, if any, to be undetectable.
Another hypothetical explanation of why people experience a mood enhancement after listening to positive self-statements is to consider the process as one of persuasionnamely, people are persuaded to think positively by these statements. Chaiken and Eagly (1976) observed that if a message is easy to understand, the effectiveness of persuasion would be greater when the message is audiotaped rather than written. People are more likely to accept the suggestions of positive self-statements delivered in auditory mode because the receivers' critical attitudes toward the message may be lessened or distracted by the vocal cues or the perceived image of the speaker.
Therefore, we predicted that the modes of delivery of positive self-statements would make a difference in people's mood change as a result. For those who read the positive selfstatements, they would be more likely to experience drop in positive mood, whereas for those who listened to the positive self-statements, they would be less likely to experience selfdiscrepancy and hence be more likely to experience mood enhancement.
Summary of the Present Study
In this study, we aim to examine the effectiveness of positive self-statements on individuals' mood change by adopting a control-group pretest-posttest design in the Hong Kong Chinese context. We will also examine the roles of self-discrepancy and the modes of delivery on the effects of positive self-statements. It is expected that the present study will provide empirical evidence that argues the need for more critical evaluation about the use of self-help materials.
Method

Participants
Two hundred and eighty-four Hong Kong Chinese university students (205 women, 79 men, M age = 20.1, SD age = 1.69, age range: 17-26 years) were recruited. Participants were reached through recruitment posters and mass emails on campus. The study was framed as a research on social injustice, which was justifiable as the filler items in the questionnaire are related to topics related to justice perception. Thus, the recruitment materials did not specify or implicate anything about our research hypothesis on mood changes. To enhance participation rate, a small token worth HKD30 was used as an incentive.
Design
To examine the effects of positive self-statements and the modes of delivery of these statements on participants' mood changes, we set up four experimental conditions by varying the message content and modes of delivery. Each participant was randomly assigned to one of these conditions: (1) 
The Effect of the Modes of Delivery
In this research, we also provide a new perspective to examine the effectiveness of self-help materials by comparing the differential effects of reading and listening to positive selfstatements on people's mood change. We found that participants who listened to positive self-statements experienced mood enhancement, whereas those who read the positive selfstatements experienced mood drop. Consistent with Ellis's suggestion (1993) , the modes of delivery being used to promote positive thinking do make a difference to the receivers of such ideas.
The present findings provide primary support to our suggestion that the levels of information processing affect how positive self-statements work to influence people's mood.
Upon reading positive self-statements, only the participants with low need satisfaction experienced significant mood drop. In contrast, upon listening to positive self-statements, levels of need satisfaction do not moderate the change in mood among the participants. This finding lends support to the idea that reading encourages deeper processing of information than listening, such that people with low need satisfaction are more likely to detect selfdiscrepancy when reading than listening to positive self-statements.
While the present findings showed that listening to popular self-help materials may benefit people by boosting one's mood, one should be reminded that positive feeling is only part of the goals of positive psychological interventions (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009) -it would be important to examine how to enhance psychological well-being in the long run.
Limitations and Future Research Directions
Several aspects of this research may be improved to further our understanding about the working mechanisms of positive self-statements or self-help materials. The positive selfstatements used in this paper were selected from a popular self-help book (Byrne, 2006) . Given the broad coverage of the book, the themes promoted in the selected statements were quite different from one another: some promoted self-affirmation, while others promoted ideas related to financial or career successes. It is possible that positive self-statements with different focuses might induce self-discrepancy in different kinds of people. For example, people who value financial competence more may experience stronger effects from statements that focus on financial success than statements that focus on self-affirmation.
Future studies will benefit our understanding about self-help materials by examining the 'fit' of specific positive self-statements to individuals' different value systems. This line of study would also help us to ensure the appropriate use of self-help materials by different individuals.
Although mood-congruent judgment provides a useful tool for longitudinal comparison of mood changes in an unobtrusive way, the need to use standardized scores of the MCJ forms limits our ability to quantify the actual magnitude of pleasant mood being experienced by the participants. Furthermore, the mood-congruent judgment is limited in that it is only an indirect measure of individuals' mood. It would be of interest to examine how exposure to positive self-statements is related to individuals' actual experience of mood change. Other indicators of mood change (e.g., voice indicators, see Ellgring & Scherer, 1996) may be deployed to show the effect of exposure to positive self-statements.
In the analyses related to need satisfaction and self-esteem, we acknowledge that the use of dichotomization was not ideal given the loss of statistical power. However, since the focus of the present study is on the changes in mood, the approach of dichotomizing selfesteem or need satisfaction scores is justifiable as it provides more straightforward interpretation about the effects of these variables on the changes across experimental conditions. Apart from examining the effects of positive self-statements on mood, which is a short-term affective reaction, it would also be important to investigate the effects of these statements on individuals' well-being in the long run. Given that exposure to positive selfstatements is potentially harmful to certain individuals under different circumstances, it is of vital importance to examine the long-term effects of utilizing self-help materials in everyday life. Longitudinal studies deploying techniques such as experience-sampling method (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1987) will be ideal for this line of investigation. 
